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Good afternoon and thank you for having me.  I hope we can spend most of our time in conversation, but I wanted to just offer some comments on how important your work is to our Commonwealth.

Community health centers are, in many ways, the central nervous system of our health care system.  You are salvation for many of our most vulnerable citizens and neighbors, a ray of hope in anxious times.  In all, the 52 centers provide services to more than 800,000 patients at nearly 300 sites across the state.  The range of services you provide is broad and diverse, from dentistry to reproductive health, psychiatric services to optometry.  You were critical partners in health care reform, opening your doors to 50,000 new patients as coverage expanded.  If we don’t use them ourselves, everyone in Massachusetts knows someone who relies on community health centers for medical assistance.
In addition to all the services you provide, you are also a key economic engine across Massachusetts.  In total, you employ 10,000 people.  In these times especially, you are fueling 10,000 dreams, 10,000 reasons to hope.    

In particular, I admire how community health centers embrace technology, moving past stale arguments and towards a system that respects privacy while being more efficient and effective.  You are pioneers in this transition, with 44 of the 52 community health centers having switched to electronic record keeping, far outpacing the private industry.  


Happily, the federal government has also recognized the value of community health centers, both here and across the nation.  In all, 36 Massachusetts centers have received federal recovery funding, totaling more than $121 million.  Just this week I was up in Lynn at a groundbreaking for a new 29,000 square foot facility, with more construction to come.  You are using this funding to improve the quality and efficiency of your services, update your technology systems, make important capital investments and, most importantly, to help the people who walk through your doors everyday, some of whom have nowhere else to turn.  To date, these investments have broadened access to more than 30,000 patients and provided more than 230 good jobs.   

Like in so many places right now, there are opportunities and challenges for community health centers on the road ahead.  We need to expand health center care to growing numbers of newly insured residents.  We need new strategies to encourage medical and nursing school students to pursue careers at health centers.  Improved information technology is a fundamental key to tackling rising costs and delivering better care, especially for obesity, chronic disease and smoking patients.

Of course, we still have challenges ahead.  Massachusetts is one of 30 states to include federal FMAP funding in our Fiscal Year 2011 budget, the House and Senate in Congress both passed.  On Tuesday, I sent a letter to the chairs of the Ways and Means Committees in the Massachusetts Legislature warning that if we do not receive more than $600 million in FMAP funding, we will be forced to cut 3.6% across the board, excepting local aid and Chapter 70.  For programs and services that have already endured painful cuts, this is a daunting scenario.  While I remain optimistic that the Congress and the Administration will find a solution, I need you to call members of our delegation in Washington, especially Senator Brown and urge them to act quickly to ensure we can continue to deliver the vital services to the most vulnerable members of our population.

Before I take some of your questions, I need you to know that I understand that at the heart of your work is the word community.  Significant that “Community” in your name, your efforts are about healthier lives in every sense.  Just as it is important to repair a fractured bone, it is critical that we mend a broken neighborhood or a broken neighbor.  You help make that possible, day by day, patient by patient, bringing new hope to the people of our Commonwealth.  I am grateful for that and I look forward to continued successes working together.       
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